The October 6, 2015 issue of Vanity Fair ran a cover-story interview with Barbadian singer-songwriter Rihanna. Its interviewer, Lisa Robinson, reported her words: "I ask Rihanna if she thinks she's always going to be a poster child for victims of domestic abuse. 'Well, I just never understood that,' she says, 'like how the victim gets punished over and over. It's in the past, and I don't want to say "Get over it," because it's a very serious thing that is still relevant; it's still real. A lot of women, a lot of young girls, are still going through it. A lot of young boys too.
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In the synchronised swimming sequences of her first feature, Water Lilies, Sciamma develops a gritty, abrasive aesthetic to attend to the visual detail of glitter make-up, sequined swimsuits, sprung nose-clips, gelatine-slicked hair. 18 Sensual and athletic bodies are seen being exercised, depilated, coated, lacquered. In this showy film her erotic body, the sensation it creates, felt in the rhythm of her dancing, the gold of her hair.
In the hyper-sexualised environment of the swimteam, Floriane is phobic and conflicted about her virginity. She has an unmerited erotic reputation. In response she invites Marie to break her hymen so she can retain her reputation when she sleeps with a boy. 19 Floriane lies down in her suburban bedroom and under the covers Marie enters her with her fingers. Floriane registers pain, Haenel's response conveying a sense of the entry, the tear, as physical hurt. The effect for Marie is brutal. Her sensory landmarkexperiencing the vastness of the act of entering another girl for the first time, of feeling her inside, the erotic awe, the intact emotion -vanishes in the aftermath of Floriane's lack of involvement and in the immediate arrival of her boyfriend.
If this relay, where Marie enters Floriane and is instantly expendable and asked to exit, breaks their relationship, viewing it is like a kick in the stomach. The scene recalls earlier instants where Marie has been made complicit with Floriane's dating. Floriane toys with her, drawing Marie on a cord. She has a keen sense of Marie's helpless love, of her susceptibility to the liquid spectacle in the pool. The film's aesthetic strategy is so acute that it charts minutely the intermittence of Floriane's attention. There are moments when the film itself seems lost in Marie's love and seems to be equally enchanted with Floriane's erotic possibility. These times of disavowal make the outcomes, the break between them, all the more seismic. Sciamma's aim is not to demonize Floriane. There are times when she too is vulnerable and lovable. Instead, Sciamma shows that for Marie, here, love feels like this. Love is hostile.
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Tomboy is equally uncompromising. In a narrative that can read as a trans childhood story, or as a prequel to the same-sex love in Water Lilies, Sciamma focuses on tomboy Laure (Zoé Héran) in her first summer in a new suburban neighborhood. 21 Laure is hailed as a boy by her new girlfriend and love object Lisa (Jeanne Disson). French as a gender-inflected language requires an immediate assumption about gender in any address to the other. Lisa reads Laure as a boy, addresses him thus, and goes uncorrected for the main body of the film. This assumption is arguably necessary to ensure that the attraction straight Lisa feels for Laure is heteronormative. Lisa's "grammatical" error meets some desire in Laure and the act of interpolation allows, or requires, Laure to speak and act with Lisa henceforth as a boy, who is self-named Mickäel.
The liberatory effect of this coming out narrative is circumscribed by Mickäel's painful maintenance of a dual identity: his boy self in public and his girl persona in his home environment. Mickäel can only exist, with deliberate effort, in the wild spaces and games surrounding the housing blocks he, Lisa, and the other children inhabit. The film is shot through with the madness that ensues from his dual maintenance. The encounter with Lisa offers a previously unimagined self-realization (in a trans identity, in boyhood, or in lesbian desire) at the same time as it creates an unsustainable scenario of denial.
This denial fails after Mickäel has beaten up another boy and in the ensuing trouble is inadvertently outed. Phobic rejection of his identity is then enacted in his mother's harsh reaction as she slaps him, makes him dress in a frock, and outs him as a girl to Lisa. The film offers a different response by Mickäel's father (played by Mathieu Demy) who in contrast is sympathetic to his child and responds gently to his feelings. Mickäel's tiny sister Jeanne (Malonn Lévana) is more passionate still in defending her brother and making him part of her fantasy world. 22 Both father and sister are keenly aware of the pain Mickäel experiences.
Indeed, in Water Lilies and Tomboy, the attention to queer and trans child identities is realized most fully in their painful charting of emotional hurt. This is the context for Girlhood, the Sciamma film which goes furthest in thinking about violence and love (albeit not in an explicitly queer or trans context). 23 Its opening scene shows an
American football match at the Stade Léo Lagrange, for which Sciamma has filmed women from Les Molosses, Asnières-sur-Seine, one of the premiere "American football" teams in France. This prelude is like a fever-dream. Light Asylum's "Dark Allies" plays over the opening credits, Shannon Funchess's low voice singing: "heartbeats through the dark that spread like a poison / And the tears ran hot like black tar of emotion." The first image is blurred as helmeted girls run onto the pitch. 24 The shot is thick with the sheen of helmet carapaces, face-mask bars, the rigour of shoulder pads under fabric. The equipment toughens the bodies, accentuating attention to coating and surface. The beat of the music and the pace of the running girls (resilient, protected) are effortlessly matched.
The players seem weightless and elated in artificial stadium lighting. Slow motion shots make the scene unearthly. Girls tackle each other, run, and fall with no damage. She is small and cuddly in her white pajama top and bare feet. Marieme's palm, with firmness and tenderness.
These early scenes establish both that Marieme and Bébé are looking after their sister and that they live under the control of their brother. This situation demands from Marieme resilience and a peculiar watchfulness over her emotions, demanding that she be hard and vulnerable all at once. This complexity is conveyed extraordinarily in Touré's performance. Her array of emotions is intimated here through her tenderness to Mini, her ease with Bébé, her physical resistance to Djibril. The film takes stock of her conflicted family situation but saves its outrage for the school system that fails Marieme. Sciamma cuts cleanly, deliberately, from the family home to the public classroom.
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One key scene totally devoid of cuts observes Marieme as she is interviewed by a teacher. Her face occupies the frame for the whole take, its changes telegraphing her range of emotions. The sequence opens with Marieme saying: "Not vocational training."
The term she uses is CAP (certificat d'aptitude professionnelle) and references the two-year vocational training course at a lycée professionnel that is taken in place of the academic baccalauréat in France's rigidly bifurcated system of education for the haves and have-nots. 27 As the teacher argues, Marieme resists, suggesting different outcomes.
She seems thoroughly hard-edged, until suddenly, like a child, she pleads to go into the Yet the film is also mindful of violence and critical in particular of violence against women. In these terms the gang is seen with a mix of adoration and painful skepticism.
The scene of most intense intoxication (for Marieme as well as the audience) is the gang-girl dance to Rihanna's "Diamonds". The girls are in a rented hotel room, a safe space of comfort and luxury where, like children playing an imaginary game, they take bubble baths, eat pizza, and dress up in stolen frocks. Marieme fails to answer calls from her brother and instead follows an injunction from gang-leader Lady (Assa Syla) to switch off her mobile phone. Lady here is an alternative to the teacher and brother in the preceding scenes. She tells Marieme that she must do what she wants, gives her a gold necklace, and renames her "Vic as in Victory." 28 Vic dresses up in an electric blue dress, looking at herself with awe despite the heaviness of the security tag on the fabric. The girls smoke dope and share a bubble pipe, getting high. The scene as it develops is stretched out, made unreal, in line with their elated, languid, drugged perceptions.
Their hotel-room dance sequence is bathed in lush blue light. Sciamma's director of photography Crystel Fournier has commented on the racial dynamics of the lighting:
"[W]e managed to do things we never could have done with white skins. The colour palette we used between blue and green can produce a gloomy effect and never enhances the actors. But our actresses, since their skin is warm, can handle these types of colours.
We could push colours to a point impossible with white skins." 29 This palette is most intense in the "Diamonds" sequence where vivid blueness coats the whole frame. The resultant images remind me of Carrie Mae Weems's photographs, "Blue Black Boy" and "Moody Blue Girl," toned and color-stained silver prints which show African-American children in shades of blue. 30 Carol Mavor, writing on emotion in photography in her study Black and Blue, has charted the effect: "I feel the punch of 'Blue Black Boy.'" 31 Weems's work explores African American skin tones and the language used to describe them. She has spoken about the absurdity of names and distinctions but also about the beauty of colour, of skin colors. 32 Girlhood's images are on the side of beauty, the ethereal. They are silvered, "the blue of vivid dreams and cigarette smoke". 33 This is the film at its most aestheticized. The girls' dancing moves have the same weightlessness as the opening Molosses shots. The girls are in love with each other. They are beautiful like diamonds in the sky. The camera is sometimes mobile, moving with them as they dance, moving with the rhythm of the song with a levity, a nimbleness, a sense of sharing, a beat, an ease that are bewitching. 34 The film cuts to Vic in awe, smiling, moving almost imperceptibly to the music.
The camera comes in closer and closer to her face as she watches and listens, her skin shining with reflected blue light, her eyes full of pleasure and grief. Then she too dances in the blue circle of light, stepping into this field of bodily sensation, of beauty, of pleasure. The film offers authenticity to the dreams of its protagonists, showing without critique, with adoration, the stretch of their ambitions, their wishes, their imaginary lives. 35 This is a film unafraid of launching a sequence that fully realizes the energy, glamor, and sheen of the bodies being viewed.
This scene is its fantasy at its best, the fantasy that sustains the film and characters even in their most traumatic moments of the real. Yet it is in the traumatic moments that the film comes indeed to be critically mindful about violence as well as sensitive to the enmeshing, sometimes, of hurt and love. After the "Diamonds" sequence Marieme returns home where she is summoned by her brother. Djibril is lying horizontal on the sofa bed and tells her to sit down beside him. He whispers and puts his arm around Marieme. She is silent. She is neither resistant nor compliant but rather appears to be numb and melancholy. Then scarily he begins to tighten his arm, his muscles pressing her throat, controlling her in an embrace turned stranglehold. He locks her neck back and then releases her. Mini can be heard coming in the room, unaware of what is happening.
Djibril relaxes and Mini -presexual and therefore still safe -leaps on him for a cuddle.
Sciamma suggests in the film's DVD commentary that here Marieme remembers her own childhood closeness to Djibril. 36 The image of Mini, then, is full of nostalgia.
The scene also seems to hold sadness for Mini's future. The film bears witness to These emotions spur an awakening in Marieme. She abruptly forces her way out of a cleaning job by violently locking the arm of the woman supervisor, then is glimpsed alone, looking out at Paris lights and skyscrapers by night. She is Balzac's Rastignac looking out over the city contemplating his destiny. 37 The next shots -composed of mobile phone footage of Lady's fight -seem to function as Marieme's subjective images even though these are shots circulating within the community, showing Lady's torso bared in slow motion against loud music. Her damaged body is still beautiful. She curls up in the dust. The film cuts to darkness. 38 The realization of Lady's shaming -her hair is cut off -absorbs Marieme. She changes. She sets up a fight herself with the same girl. Marieme is hit a couple of times by the girl and then hits back violently, holding her arm to the girl's neck, locking her from behind. The maneuver allows her to pull off the girl's denim shirt baring her torso and a scarlet lace bra. Marieme punches her again and kicks her in the stomach before taking out her knife and with macho efficiency cutting the bra straps, cutting it off the girl prone, and waving it as a trophy. She is still waving it in triumph as she runs in the rain with Adiatou (Lindsay Karamoh) and Fily (Mariétou Touré) on the rooftop of the housing block. She is more than Victory here: she is Liberty leading the people, brandishing red fabric. 39 She is Marianne, symbol of the French Republic. She says she did it for Lady. Lady says she did it for herself. Then Lady hugs her. If Marieme, like Brandon, is a victim, she is also, critically for the film's politics, a survivor. She queers her gender protectively, echoing the protective armor of the football sequence at the start of the film. She wears an item of her brother's clothing now and this seems to allow her better to defend herself against him. She is still transacting some relation to masculinity. The binding scene has not been her break with Ismaël, for she returns to him after she escapes Abou's control. And they still love each other. He dreams that she'll move in with him and have a child. He says he'll marry her tomorrow.
They kiss. Then she says, "I can't." She cannot submit to her brother, nor to Abou, nor, now, even to Ismaël. She goes on alone.
The end of Girlhood works to disorient the viewer. This is a sort of "happy ending" that Sciamma tested earlier, in a less open-ended and more specific form, in the short film Pauline (2010) that she made between Tomboy and Girlhood. In it, Pauline (Anaïs Demoustier) speaks about her childhood in a French village. 43 The camera follows the clean line of her body as she lies on her bed, and she fingers her neck as she speaks, in a single long take, about falling in love with a girl, then being humiliated by local men. Alienated from her parents to the point that she had to leave home, she says she didn't even hate them for not defending her: "I hated myself for being like that." Almost to the end, it feels as if the film is enacting a monologue and that Pauline is alone. But in the last minute, it is suddenly apparent that she is speaking to her now-girlfriend, played by Adèle Haenel (Sciamma's own partner).
As writer and director, Sciamma has proved fearless. This strength emerges in her sensitivity about child sexuality. This is behind her moves to make a film about young black women in the banlieue. The justness of her work depends on her pitch-perfect judgment as a writer, on her close attention to marginal experiences, and her political commitment to offering a new vision, a new picture of possible lives. Girlhood shows a girl dreaming a different destiny. It is an ongoing riposte to the teacher who shut her out of education. Despite its insistent echoes, its sense of all that Marieme has experienced that draws her back, the film lets her keep on moving into a future. This is the film's politics about violence against women and children. "Nobody even wants to admit it", press to describe the actresses and to convey their sensuality is both revelatory and
